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When I studied for the elementary school spelling bee, I enjoyed a child’s-eye view of
what a “definition” could be. If I needed more than pronunciation to attempt spelling a
word, I asked to have the word defined. In return, I received a simple, straightforward
statement of meaning, which I believed to be the universally accepted explanation of the
word or concept. That naiveté made a brief reappearance as I sat to write this essay. In a
journey back to my nine-year old self, I started to believe that the act of defining the verb
“to define” was incredibly easy: to define something (a word, a phrase, an idiom) is to
state its meaning—right? A quick look in the dictionary brought me back to the reality
where even the idea of “defining” has multiple permutations, related but distinct. We
define by stating meaning, but also by determining the boundaries of something, by
making a clear distinction, etc.
As we proceed through school, work, and life, we likely find ourselves trying to
define terms, ideas, feelings, experiences—anything/everything—nearly all the time.
Our definitions may be in flux, may be contentious, may be idealistic, may be true or
false. In our professional and scholarly library and information lives, we confront the act
of defining when we try to explain “planning, management, marketing, and advocacy” in
Competency D of the San Jose State University SLIS E-portfolio, when we catalog an
item based on its subject matter, when we struggle through understanding what it means
to do our work well. Above all, we begin to realize how complicated it is to define.
In this first issue of the third volume of the Student Research Journal, we proudly
present the work of our homegrown SLIS graduate students who have tackled the
challenge and sought their own definitions in library science based on research and hard
work. Their three articles show us how to define and re-define aspects of our profession
in widely divergent arenas but with equal success.
This issue’s first article, Julia B. Chambers’ excellent piece “Library Cartoons: A
Literature Review of Library-themed Cartoons, Caricatures, and Comics,” gives us a
view of how cartoons have helped to define the public’s perception and understanding of
“librarians, library funding, and the digitization of information” as well as “the history of
libraries in the U.S.” Chambers analyzes the literature on library cartoons to present
critically the existing discussion of the historical trends, themes, and value of these
cartoons. She sees room for much more scholarship regarding library cartoons,
caricatures, and comics, offering suggestions for several ways that future researchers can
expand our understanding of how this medium helps to define our profession through the
ages. All this, plus some very entertaining images.
In our next piece, Anthony Burik argues in “Embedded Librarians and the
TEACH Act” that librarians embedded into online courses must redefine their
perspective to “embrace” the Technology, Education, and Copyright Harmonization Act
(TEACH Act) and its implications for their practice. Burik (2013) offers three excellent
pieces of advice to embedded librarians regarding the TEACH Act. First, he encourages
librarians to consider where they walk the line between “librarian” and “teacher” for
purposes of the statute, and whether their role in an online course necessitates defining
themselves as a “teacher” who is covered by the act’s requirements. Second, Burick
persuades all embedded librarians to “rais[e] the level of understanding of the law’s
provisions” on copyright, enabling better decision-making about how to define which
materials are permitted to be used in an online course. Third, by urging embedded
librarians to become “experts on the TEACH Act,” Burick pushes them to continue to
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define their critical role in the academic environment and to reassert the importance of
the library. These lessons provide important insight and should be taken to heart.
Our third article, Tracy L. Micka’s “Demonstrating the Value of the Public
Library: Economic Valuation and the Advocacy Imperative,” surveys the evolution
taking place in the field of public library valuation, as scholars and practitioners apply a
variety of traditional and modified valuation methods to define the true value of the
public library. As Micka (2013) explains, the search for a satisfying, accurate way to
calculate public libraries’ value is challenging because of the intangible, indirect nature
of so many of the library’s benefits. Defining some dollar value for the impact of the
public library (the effects of children’s story time or public computer access, for
example) presents no easy task. And, Micka points out, once—or really, if—such a value
can be defined, libraries may test whether that value can help successfully advocate for
additional funding and continued community support. After sharing her knowledge about
library valuation tools that may “articulate the tremendous socio-economic value the
public library brings to our communities,” Micka concludes with several ideas that
encourage public libraries to explore the connection between defined value and advocacy.
This issue’s thematic thread strikes me as especially appropriate given the timing
of publication. With SLIS graduation at our door, many students (and their families,
friends, employers, and others) undoubtedly find themselves in their own period of self(re)definition. As one such student, going through my own period of re-definition as I
transition from “student”/“Editor-in-Chief” to “information professional,” I am struck by
how powerful it is that we have the power to make or find our own definition.
To conclude, I extend my gratitude to the tremendous members of SRJ’s Editorial
Team. Their intellectual curiosity, breadth of knowledge, and quality of work still
astonish me. I could not be prouder of the efforts they put into this issue. I also say
thank you several times over to Dr. Anthony Bernier, SRJ’s Faculty Advisor. His
mentorship and support has been a defining part of my SLIS experience and my
professional development. His vision and dedication help us to define the SRJ. I have
complete faith that this journal will continue to make a meaningful impact in growing the
research community at our school. And finally, congratulations to all of the graduates
and best wishes as you continue to define yourselves.
Julia B. Chambers is a MLIS candidate at San Jose State University’s School of Library
& Information Science. She holds a BA in Political, Legal, and Economic Analysis from
Mills College, in Oakland, California.
Anthony Burik graduated from the MLIS program at San Jose State University in
December, 2012. He has an A.B. in History from UC Berkeley and an M.A. in Social
Studies Education from Teachers College, Columbia University. He currently works as a
distance learning teacher for Mt. Diablo Adult Education in Concord, California.
Tracy Micka is a graduate student at San José State University, School of Library and
Information Science and holds a BA in Sociology from the University of California San
Diego.
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LIBRARY CARTOONS:
A LITERATURE REVIEW OF LIBRARY-THEMED CARTOONS, CARICATURES, AND
COMICS
Scholars have discussed and analyzed the influence and value of editorial
cartoons in the United States since the start of the 20th century, not long after
cartoons became a regular feature in East Coast newspapers. In a 1933 article,
American art and literary critic Elizabeth Luther Cary argued that American
caricature provided insight into history, revealing attitudes or alternative attitudes
that newspapers and history books have otherwise failed to record. Twenty years
later, Stephen Becker (1959), author of Comic Art in America, concurred that
early examples of caricature served to fill journalistic voids, sometimes acting as
the only acceptable outlet for commentary too vulgar or sensitive to appear in
written editorials. Richard Felton Outcault’s Yellow Kid editorial cartoons,
published in 1896 in the New York World, are one example: “[Yellow Kid]
brought something new and upsetting into American homes: the slums, and slum
kids, and ordinary cruelty, and slang, and the cockiness of poverty” (Becker,
1959, p. 13).
Contemporary editorial cartoons continue to serve as an acceptable format for
airing controversial views (Kuipers, 2011), often with the intent of swaying public
opinion. In a study of political cartoons with presidential election themes,
Edwards and Ware (2005) examined the impact of editorial cartoons on public
opinion and concluded that negative caricatures of voters contributed to public
apathy toward the electoral process. Similar conclusions about the power of
comic art to influence public opinion were reported in a study by Josh Greenberg
(2002), whose research suggested that cartoons may help people interpret life
events. In contrast, other scholars have examined political cartoons as a reflection
of public opinion rather than an instigator of thought. However the literature,
here, presents contradictory conclusions. Edward Holley and Norman Stevens
(1969), for instance, argue that cartoons are an accurate portrayal of public
opinion, while others point to evidence indicating that cartoons do not necessarily
reflect the general view nor serve as timely portraits of historic events (Gilmartin
& Brunn, 1998; Meyer, Seidler, Curry, & Aveni, 1980).
Studied as art forms (Robb, 2009), Zeitgeist ephemera (Holley & Stevens,
1969), primary sources (Thomas, 2004), and even agents of change (Edwards &
Ware, 2005; see also Marin-Arrese, 2008; Neuberger & Kremar, 2008), editorial
cartoons have been the subject of analysis in a variety of academic disciplines.
However, scant research has been dedicated to the subject of cartoons or
caricatures containing library themes. In fact, the author of this literature review
found only one study, conducted by Alireza Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Vahideh
Kashi-Nahanji (2010), devoted to the content analysis of themes in a small
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selection of library cartoons, and that study failed to describe its selection process
or the method of content analysis used.
Yet library-themed cartoons exist in abundance and date back to the late
1800s. Library cartoons not only offer a wide range of commentary on librarians,
library funding, and the digitization of information, but they also provide unique
insight into the history of libraries in the U.S. For example, a prominent textbook
used in introductory library science classes, Foundations of Library and
Information Science by Richard E. Rubin (2010), presents a laudatory view of
Andrew Carnegie’s $56 million contribution toward the construction of thousands
of libraries across America (p. 60). While Rubin does note that some people
criticized Carnegie’s donations as a form of social control, there is no mention of
the public’s outrage over the tax burden they created. Nor is there mention of the
view held by some that the construction of these libraries was merely about
Carnegie’s ego rather than about the public good. Yet a number of editorial
cartoons, such as the two examples below, satirize Carnegie’s philanthropy,
deride his ego, and issue commentary on the tax burden ultimately produced by
his gift of public libraries to cities around the country.

1

1

Author unknown. 1901, Harper’s Weekly. This work is in the public domain in the United States
because it was published (or registered with the U.S. Copyright Office) before January 1, 1923.
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2

Despite the rich history of library cartoons, many research questions about
cartoons containing library themes have never been addressed in the literature.
For instance, what were some of the earliest library cartoons in this country?
What were common themes? Have the themes changed over the years –
especially since the Internet became a widespread research tool? Most
importantly, does the study of library cartoons matter?
This review of scholarly literature on the topic of library cartoons identifies
previous areas of study, highlights some thematic trends, and argues that a
comprehensive content analysis of library-themed cartoons would contribute to
the field of library science in the same way that scholars in other disciplines have
used editorial cartoons to supplement their understanding of historic events,
explore public perception, and identify trends. This paper provides an overview
of what has been written on the topic, including some library cartoon history,
noted themes, and scholarly interpretation of those themes. Looking at research
on the broader topic of editorial cartoon analysis identifies some of the areas of
research that have yet to be conducted in the study of library-themed cartoons.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The existing literature on library-themed cartoons, caricatures, and comics
explores three dominant areas: historical trends, modern themes, and the value of
library-themed cartoons to the field of library science. The literature comes in the
form of one research study, essays written by information professionals, and
2

May, 1902, The Detroit Journal. This work is in the public domain in the United States because
it was published (or registered with the U.S. Copyright Office) before January 1, 1923.
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articles written by scholars who promote the importance of studying comic art.
This paper reviews the literature dedicated to each of these areas.
HISTORICAL TRENDS
Critical to any academic study is an historical overview of the topic.
Unfortunately, the existing literature on library comic art covers very little history
of the subject. Editorial and political cartoons, however, have held a prominent
place in American journalism dating as far back as 1754 when Benjamin Franklin
illustrated his famous “Join, or Die” editorial cartoon. His image of a severed
snake, published in The Pennsylvania Gazette on May 9, 1754, was Franklin’s
attempt to illustrate the necessity of colonial unity (Dewey, 2007, p. 2; Thomas,
2004, p. 426).
By the late 1880s, political cartoons began to appear regularly in U.S.
newspapers (Becker, 1959, p. 7; Hess & Northrop, 1996, pp. 68-70). From the
beginning, newspaper cartoons had a satirical bent, though one scholar noted a
decided shift in the early 20th century from political to social themes (Cary, 1933).
Newspapers’ political cartoons were influential, particularly, because a good
portion of the population was illiterate. Some of these early cartoons have been
credited with influencing politics and even elections (Dewey, 2007, pp.34-35).
Turn-of-the-century library cartoons. Cartoons with library themes were
not particularly common around the turn of the 20th century, but a search for
“library cartoons” through a variety of online databases and print collections
produced many historical examples with a predominantly satirical bent. One
editorial cartoon dating 1892 mocks the inaccessible hours of the Astor Library in
New York City.

3

3

Chip, 1892, Life magazine. This work is in the public domain in the United States because it was
published (or registered with the U.S. Copyright Office) before January 1, 1923.
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Between the early 1900s and World War II, satire continued to be popular in
editorial and political cartoons, but new themes emerged in the genre. In the
1920s, the family-themed comic strips of today began to appear in newspapers
around the country. Consequently, a lighter humor and what could be called a
more earnest commentary entered the comic art form. Researcher Ilan Danjoux
(2007), at the University of Manchester, attributes this shift to the development of
syndication: “Cartoonists seeking to profit from syndication sanitized their
commentary for wide audience appeal” (p. 247). Libraries were not a common
theme, but one example of newly sanitized caricature is evident in a 1938 cartoon,
published in the New Yorker, in which the stone lion statues Patience and
Fortitude, who guard the entrance of the New York City Public Library, are
reading books. The caption, “a revised statuary for the city of tomorrow,” depicts
a metropolis filled with educated readers (Taylor, 1938).
Midcentury Super-librarian. Midcentury library cartoons gave birth to a
radical new image in the field of library science: The Librarian Superhero. In his
article “Look! Up in the Sky! It’s a Librarian!,” Robert Hulshof-Schmidt (2008)
identifies several superhero librarians featured in comic books, beginning with
perhaps the most famous: Gotham City librarian Barbara Gordon, aka Batgirl,
who made her Detective Comics debut in 1967. Hulshof-Schmidt notes that
Batgirl remained a DC Comics hero for decades, but reinvented herself as
“Oracle” in the late 1980s following an accident that left her wheelchair-bound.
She maintained her librarian persona by operating a computerized information
network for her Bird of Prey comrades, depicting, in essence, the first digital
librarian.
Two notable librarian superheroes emerged in comics of the 1980s. Xi’an Coy
Mahn, of Marvel Comics, was a second generation X-man leader of the “New
Mutants,” who served as a librarian at the University of Chicago and the Xavier
Institute. Blok, a member of the Legion of Super-Heros, was a rock-like comic
character who acted as a quasi-reference librarian to his superhero colleagues
(Hulshof-Schmidt, 2008).
Millennium cartoons. Cartoons of the 1990s and early 21st century reveal a
blossoming of library themes. The librarian-in-disguise motif continued to
evolve: In 1990, Preservation Graphics introduced a short-lived comic, “The
Incredible Librarian,” which featured superhero Maria Norlander-Martinez, an
undercover preservationist librarian who prevented villains from destroying books
(Hulshof-Schmidt, 2008). In 2004, DC Comics reintroduced a super-villain
character from the late 1960s, The Calculator, who managed a computerized
information network for the bad guys (2008).
In addition to comics featuring Super-librarians, library-themed cartoons
continue to flourish with political, editorial, satirical, and comical undertones. In
fact, most cartoon database searches conducted in the research of this paper
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yielded library-themed cartoons published predominantly after 1995. Over the
past two decades, cartoons with library themes have even begun to appear
frequently in popular syndicated comic strips including Baby Blues, Bizarro,
Bloom County, Family Circus, Far Side, Frank and Ernest, For Better or For
Worse, and Ziggy (Bergson, 2002). Comic strips based entirely in library settings
have also recently emerged, including Unshelved (Plourde, 2011) and Liberry
Funnies (Wagner, 2005). The literature does not suggest whether the number of
cartoons with library themes has increased or cartoon databases simply contain
more library cartoons from this time period than from previous eras. However, a
review of Charles Brooks’s annual serial publication, Best Editorial Cartoons of
the Year (1990-2010), shows the majority of library-themed cartoons in print
occurring in the late 1990s and beyond.
THEMATIC HIGHLIGHTS
A review of the literature on library-themed cartoons revealed only one research
study dedicated to identifying themes in library cartoons. In that 2010 study,
authors Alireza Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Vahideh Kashi-Nahanji, from the
Department of Library and Information Studies at Islamic Azad University,
Hamedan Beach, Iran, used a content analysis research method to analyze and
categorize 255 caricatures containing library science themes. The purpose of their
study was to use library-themed caricatures to identify negative themes and
weaknesses in the field of Library and Information Science that had previously
escaped debate from information professionals.
The study by Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Kashi-Nahanji (2010) has several
shortcomings. The authors fail to explain the criteria used for their cartoon
selection, so it is unclear how they sampled the library-themed cartoons in their
analysis. Their selection is limited to cartoons published within the past two
decades. The authors include library cartoons created by one of the principal
researchers with no indication that measures were taken to avoid bias in their
analysis. Furthermore, the study lacks description of the content analysis method
employed. Nevertheless, this is the only study that categorizes themes in library
cartoons, and therefore it establishes a starting point for future studies.
The following four themes identified in the literature rely heavily upon
Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Kashi-Nahanji’s 2010 study. Given the limitations of
that research, these themes should be considered only as examples of prevalent
themes, rather than as definitive themes in contemporary library cartoons.
Theme 1: Librarians are superhero material! In addition to the overt
superhero depictions of librarians documented by Robert Hulshof-Schmidt
(2008), researchers Isfandyari-Moghaddam & Kashi-Nahanji (2010) found
recurring images of librarians as helpful and powerful agents of information.
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Their research points to cartoons depicting library patrons being surprised by
librarians’ expertise and their ability to find the information users seek. Other
examples depict librarians scaling the stacks like Spiderman or using rockclimbing gear to reach the top shelves, all in the name of book retrieval. The
literature does not identify or discuss the closely related image of “the freedomfighter librarian,” a recurring motif in recent editorial cartoons with Librarian-asSuperhero implications. Database searches, for instance, produced a number of
images reflecting the idea that librarians work passionately to protect citizens’
right to free speech, information access, and privacy, as seen in this 2006 editorial
cartoon satirizing the Patriot Act:

4

Theme 2: Librarians are sticklers for rules. A second common theme
specific to the sub-category of librarians contradicts the super-librarian motif and
depicts librarians as bored, irritated, dull bureaucrats. Isfandyari-Moghaddam and
Kashi-Nahanji (2010) note: “Caricatures of librarians show their irritation and
lack of interest in helping patrons, the dull seriousness and boredom of library
atmosphere” (p. 3). Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Kashi-Nahanji identify two
specific images that recur in their sample of library cartoons: The stereotypical
librarian’s insistence on silence and the oft-ridiculed librarian fixation on
retrieving overdue fines.
Theme 3: Libraries are obsolete. A third identified theme depicts libraries
as useless, poorly-run public institutions. In an editorial, Library Journal Editorin-Chief Francine Fialkoff (2007) discusses the prevalence of this theme evident
in a recent New Yorker cartoon, “The Reading Room,” which depicts a futuristic
4

Englehart, B., 2006. Reprinted with permission.
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library. To highlight the underlying message that libraries are becoming obsolete,
Fialkoff points to such details as the absence of librarians, books, and community:
“almost everyone has a headset on” (p. 8). Additionally, computers and popculture references have replaced traditional library icons in the cartoon. In fact,
the only books present in the image, Fialkoff notes, are in a box labeled “Bums
Only” (p. 8).
Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Kashi-Nahanji (2010) similarly point to images
depicting low numbers of library clients as the most prominent evidence of library
obsolescence. Their research further identifies comic depictions of library
inefficiencies, including: “the existence of multiple rules to perform a single task,
the classification and organization of reference materials…and lack of
standardized principles” (p. 4).
Sub-themes to the demise of libraries that are not noted in the literature but are
evident in database searches of library cartoons include images depicting the
effects of budget cuts: boarded-up libraries, reduced hours, and institutional
desperation, with some cartoons depicting extreme attempts at attracting patrons,
such as advertizing free porn on library computers (Ackerman, 2004).
Theme 4: The Internet is the new library. An emerging theme in library
cartoons touches upon digitization and implies that people prefer to access
information electronically (Isfandyari-Moghaddam & Kashi-Nahanji, 2010).
Recent library cartoons abound with images of eBooks and iPads filling the
stacks. One cartoon shows old books supporting a desk topped with a computer;
the caption reads, “We’ve found a use for all the old books.”

5

Another recent cartoon depicts a grandmother explaining to her wide-eyed
grandson that a library is an ancient ancestor of the Internet:
5

Grizelda. Copyright by Grizelda. Reprinted with permission.
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6

The digitization theme has even infiltrated comic books, notes HulshofSchmidt (2008): “Over the past decade, costumed heroes have increasingly used
online resources . . . nearly as much as muscles and utility belts to defeat injustice
and tyranny” (p. 27).
THE VALUE OF LIBRARY CARTOONS
A final topic in the literature on library cartoons discusses the value of studying
library-themed comic art. Here, two arguments emerge: The first asserts that
library cartoons can enhance information workers’ understanding of the public’s
perception of libraries, particularly in recognizing misperceptions or areas of
weakness. In their article “Repartee,” Holley and Stevens (1969) suggest that an
extensive collection of library cartoons “might be very instructive in studying the
popular image of the librarian and the library and how it has changed over time”
(p. 175).
Francine Fialkoff (2007) presents a similar view in her analysis of Bruce
McCall’s New Yorker cartoon depicting a futuristic library empty of books and
librarians. She warns: “The illustration points to some very real perception
problems that no amount of marketing and outreach has yet corrected: the idea
that libraries are perfectly fine without librarians, or that books will surely
disappear from them. . . . We need to do a lot more to answer the, ‘Why do we
need a library anyway?’ question if this vision permeates our culture” (p. 8).
6

Stein, E., 1996. Copyright 1996 by Ed Stein. Reprinted with permission.
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Isfandyari-Moghaddam and Kashi-Nahanji (2010) illustrate this perspective in
their effort to identify negative and weak statements about libraries through
cartoon analysis. They conclude that information workers may benefit from
paying attention to negative depictions of libraries in caricatures. They argue that
thinking critically about library cartoons, while actively working to improve the
perceived weaknesses of libraries and librarians, will educate information workers
about ways to dispel the negative public perception of libraries reflected in these
caricatures.
The assumption that library-themed cartoons accurately reflect public opinion
about libraries, however, requires examination. While some library professionals
such as Holley and Stevens (1969) rely upon this assumption, others have
reported that the art of caricature has a lag time and does not necessarily reflect
current opinion. Ohio State University Assistant Professor of Sociology
Katherine Meyer and colleagues (1980), for instance, note that comic art of the
free speech movement of the early 1960s did not appear in print until 1971. A
study analyzing cartoons from the 1995 World Conference on Women similarly
found that the caricatures primarily depicted media-driven stereotypes of women
with little or no connection to the issues highlighted at the conference (Gilmartin
& Brunn, 1998). Hence it is incorrect to assume, as have several abovementioned scholars, that library-themed cartoons accurately reflect a negative
public perception of libraries.
The second area of discussion on the value of studying library cartoons argues
that library cartoons can be used as a tool to influence public opinion of libraries.
Hulshof-Schmidt (2008) writes that many libraries have successfully used the
superhero-librarian image for promotional purposes. The Super Librarian
Campaign, launched by the New Jersey State Library in 2003, for instance,
introduced a new superhero-librarian who is “faster than searching the World
Wide Web,” and “able to answer any question with insight and detail” (NJ State
Library, 2003). The response to this campaign was overwhelming: The Super
Librarian website received enthusiastic patron support and 50,000 hits in the first
eight months (Keresztury, 2004).
Related studies on the power of caricature suggest that library cartoons can
serve as a wakeup call to knowledge workers and even act as agents of change.
Writing about a recent controversy in Denmark over caricatures of the Islamic
Prophet Muhammad, Hans Rask Jensen (2008) notes that these inflammatory
caricatures prompted the small Muslim community in Denmark to organize and
successfully implement an international boycott of Danish products in Middle
Eastern countries. In his study that examined cartoons about the influx of migrant
workers in Canada, Josh Greenberg (2002), of McMaster University, writes that
“cartoons seize upon and reinforce common sense and thus enable the public to
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classify, organize, and interpret in meaningful ways what they see or experience
about the world at a given moment” (p. 181).
Finally, in their paper “Exploring the Effects of Editorial Cartoons on Attitude
Change,” researchers Neuberger and Kremar (2008) report experiment-based
findings that editorial cartoons may have a significant attitudinal effect on issues
requiring a low level of viewer engagement. The same experiments determined
that editorial cartoons may even have persuasive power when combined with
written articles on the same topic. This power to influence is precisely why some
editorial cartoonists, who have touched upon controversies too inflammatory for
the audience they serve, have been fired from their jobs (Danjoux, 2007) and why
unfavorable depictions of the Prophet Muhammad could lead to protests around
the world (Kuipers, 2011).
CONCLUSION
Several conclusions may be drawn from the collective literature on library
cartoons. The research shows, for instance, that comic art featuring libraries has a
noteworthy history with a variety of themes. Analyzing recent themes may
provide information workers with new insight to public perception of libraries,
inspire improvements in library practices, and even influence public attitude
toward libraries. Still, significant literature gaps surround the topic and highlight
areas ripe for future research.
Foremost in need is a comprehensive content analysis of U.S. library-themed
cartoons dating from the late 1800s to present day. Such research would begin to
identify enduring themes, enhance understanding of the significance of libraries
during challenging moments in American history, and potentially aid the
assessment of people’s attitudes toward libraries. Additionally, such study would
begin to identify unreported trends in the field of library science over time and
address many questions that have never been examined, for instance: What are the
earliest library cartoons in this country? Reviewing library-themed cartoons that
appeared in newspapers during poignant moments in American historythe
Great Depression or the McCarthy era, for instancecould further provide
extraordinary insight into the role of libraries during times of nationwide financial
or social crisis.
With a comprehensive study of library cartoons, researchers could begin to
analyze how themes have changed over timeespecially since the Internet
became a widespread research tool. Such investigations might offer insight to
another research question: How have technological advancements in information
science impacted libraries and altered the public’s perception of them? A
comprehensive review of thematic changes in relation to technological
advancements and other external events recorded in library cartoons may offer
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key insight to information professionals. Research findings on this matter could
arguably reveal previously unidentified perceptions of libraries, which, according
to some scholars, could ultimately inspire improvements in services.
Additionally, a complementary study of the use of library cartoons as agents
of change could provide library professionals with valuable examples of how to
reach a wide audience.
Unlike written editorials or laborious essays
deconstructing current issues, cartoons offer an easy point of entry for
everyonescholars, middle class families, teenagers, and non-English
speakersthereby informing viewers of issues they might otherwise ignore.
Gilmartin and Brunn (1998), in their analysis of political cartoons featuring the
1995 World Conference on Women, write:
And because political cartoons can be understood at a glance, they reach
more people than written editorial commentary; they can be taken in by
‘skimmers,’ those people who glance across an editorial page but do not
take the time to read its text. (p. 536)
For example, a citizen who has not visited a library in years and,
consequently, is disinclined to vote for a bond to finance library improvements,
might be swayed to support the measure (or at least to think about the issue) upon
seeing an editorial cartoon in which a child is walking away from a locked-up
library saying, “Guess I’ll go play some video games.”

7

7

Parker, J., 2009. Reprinted with permission.
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In addition to library cartoons’ historical value and their potential use in
understanding or reaching library patrons, it should be noted in this literature
review that library cartoons are quite funny, prompting out-loud laughter, too. In
existence in the U.S. since the 1800s, library-themed cartoons embody more than
a century’s worth of library-related humor. That trove constitutes a valuable
artifact for library science as it would for any field or profession.
While laughter is, arguably, a priceless value, in the case of library cartoons,
humor can provide retrospective relief to the present challenges of information
professionals. For instance, knowing that cartoonists were mocking the shortage
of library hours at the Astor Library in New York City in 1892 provides some
comic relief to the current trend of reducing hours in public libraries. Perhaps
cutting hours is not as cataclysmic to the future of libraries as it currently seems.
Perhaps it is but one of many trends through which the institution cycles over
time. Instead of worrying about the dire implications, perhaps a chuckle (and
redirection of efforts) might well serve library and information professionals. In
times of industry flux, laughing at the setbacks and idiosyncrasies of any public
institution can go a long way.
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One of the most recent developments in the world of libraries is the rise of
embedded librarianship. According to Carlson and Kneale (2011), “Embedded
librarianship takes a librarian out of the context of the traditional library and
places him or her in an ‘on-site’ setting or situation that enables close
coordination and collaboration with researchers or teaching faculty” (p. 167).
Embedded librarianship can take place in a number of diverse settings, including
workplaces and research institutes, as well as libraries. This paper will explore
the case where an academic librarian is embedded in an online course offered at
an American post-secondary institution.
The practice of embedding librarians in online college courses is still in its
infancy. As evidenced by the literature, embedded librarians, for the most part,
offer similar information and services that they provide in physical settings in
their face-to-face interactions with faculty members and students. The digital
educational environment, however, creates new possibilities for embedded
librarians that may not necessarily be available to them in the physical, timebound settings that they are used to. One of those possibilities is the ability to be
more of an instructor in the course in which the librarian is embedded, through an
arrangement with the course instructor(s) and/or by virtue of the librarian being
embedded in the course.
As embedded librarians assume more of a teaching role in online courses,
one thing they must consider is the Technology, Education, and Copyright
Harmonization Act, known as the TEACH Act, which was enacted into law in
2002 and is codified in the U.S. Copyright Act at 17 U.S.C. §§ 110(2) and 112(f).
The TEACH Act is the preeminent law governing online teaching and distance
education. Even though librarians are typically not considered to be teachers and
are not specifically mentioned in the TEACH Act, librarians who provide
instruction in the online courses in which they are embedded appear to take on
this online teaching role and, therefore, fall under the purview of TEACH.
Librarians need to understand that the virtual classroom is different from the faceto-face classroom, or they may unwittingly get themselves into trouble by
thinking that library instruction that is acceptable in a face-to-face setting is
automatically permissible in an online educational environment.
This article will argue that librarians who are embedded in online classes
should embrace the TEACH Act for three reasons. The first reason relates to the
changing role of the embedded librarian. Based on the work that embedded
librarians are doing in the digital environment, and especially with the move
toward more online instruction, one could easily ask whether embedded librarians
are considered to be librarians or teachers. As embedded librarians create
learning objects for the digital environment, teach units within online courses, and
build online courses from start to finish, they transcend the librarian role and take
on the same kind of instructional assignments that everyday teachers do. Thus,
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since the TEACH Act is meant to provide guidance for the online teacher, the
embedded librarian should be familiar with and follow the guidelines spelled out
in TEACH.
Second, even though the TEACH Act discusses distance education and
online learning, TEACH in large part addresses copyright issues, a subject of
primary importance to libraries and librarians. Becoming knowledgeable about
the TEACH Act would be a logical extension of the understanding that librarians
already have about copyright. If embedded librarians want to make the transition
from face-to-face settings to virtual classrooms, they may have to give up some of
the practices they rely on as librarians working in person with patrons, but they
will also be rewarded with new opportunities by becoming online instructors.
These are instances that have to do with whether embedded librarians can use the
same materials online that are available to them in the physical library, whether
they can provide the same kinds of information and services they do when
working with patrons face-to-face, and so on. The key is acknowledging that
face-to-face and virtual settings are different and not necessarily bound by the
same laws. Knowing the language of TEACH and raising the level of
understanding of the law’s provisions, coupled with a background in copyright
from other instances and experiences that occur within the library, will bring
clarity to the work of embedded librarians as they develop online courses,
whether in partnership with faculty members or on their own.
Finally, by becoming experts on the TEACH Act, embedded librarians
demonstrate how academic librarianship can evolve to address the challenge
created by those who question the importance of the library in the life of the
university, as other means of obtaining information and assistance, which in the
past could be found only in a library, are now available elsewhere. The embedded
librarian becomes a version of Bell and Shank’s (2004) “blended librarian,” who
is a vital member of the academic community due to his or her knowledge and
skills as both a librarian and an educator. As more of the university’s instruction
moves online, embedded librarians will be able to advise those who are involved
in virtual teaching about what is and is not allowed with regard to copyright.
Librarians can provide this vital service to their colleagues in the academic
community. Providing this service will help embedded librarians in their quest to
take on a new role in the virtual environment and to move the field of embedded
librarianship forward.
Literature Review
For the embedded librarian, it is clear that the educational landscape is changing,
presenting new opportunities for library instruction. There is interest among
college instructors to include embedded academic librarians in their online
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courses to enhance students’ understanding of the research process and to further
develop students’ research skills. Some embedded librarians are beginning to
break out of the narrow confines of the “one-shot” library session, taking on a
more formal instructional role in online courses and challenging their own notions
of what information and services they could and should be providing. The future
looks encouraging for the field of embedded librarianship itself, as distance
education continues to grow at many educational institutions, potentially creating
a larger demand for this service. Thus, it makes sense to ask to what extent
embedded librarians are aware of the TEACH Act and the larger issue of
copyright compliance in the virtual classroom. At first glance, the picture does
not look promising.
Since passage of the TEACH Act in late 2002, there have been only a
handful of articles that specifically address librarians and TEACH. Lipinski
(2003) wrote about some of the disturbing implications of TEACH, as well as the
Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) and World Intellectual Property
Organization (WIPO) protocols. This new legislation, according to Lipinski,
seriously challenged the notion that the balance which had been struck between
copyright owners and users over the years, involving access to and use of works
in analog formats, would be able to continue in a digital environment with
information and content in digital formats. The scales, it now appears, were
tipping in favor of owners over users. Allner (2004) wrote that the DMCA and
TEACH require that librarians work to ensure that their organizations comply
with the law and recommended that all librarians, not just embedded librarians,
become familiar with the TEACH Act due to the existence of a networked
environment of which the library is a part and through which the library provides
services related to distance education. Carter (2007) sought to explain how the
library was affected by TEACH and how it could update some of its practices to
be in compliance, while also reiterating Allner’s point about educating personnel
within the organization about the new law. Finally, Irwin (2007) suggested that,
although the TEACH Act is silent when it comes to libraries, it is not outside the
realm of possibility that the TEACH Act regulates a number of library activities
with regard to distance learning, and it may even be to the advantage of libraries
to seek inclusion under the provisions of TEACH in order to explicitly gain
certain privileges and clarity under the law. Outside of journal articles, writers
such as Crews (2012) have tried to make some of the complicated language of the
TEACH Act more accessible to those affected by the legislation, namely
educators and librarians.
As researchers and practitioners add to the growing body of literature
about embedded librarianship, another opportunity arises in which to view the
impact (or, alternatively, non-impact) of the TEACH Act within the field. In this
regard, articles, mostly from 2009 to 2012, were reviewed, focusing on three
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themes: descriptions of the experiences of single embedded librarians working in
either one course or multiple courses (Hawes, 2011; Held, 2010; Hoffman, 2011;
Kealey, 2011; Konieczny, 2010); descriptions of the experiences of an embedded
librarian program within a college or university (Edwards & Black, 2012;
Hemmig & Montet, 2010; Matthew & Schroeder, 2006; Stewart, 2007;
Tumbleson & Burke, 2010; Wright & Williams, 2011); and descriptions of the
embedded librarian model or best practices within the field (Carlson & Kneale,
2011; Hoffman & Ramin, 2010; Sullo, Harrod, Butera, & Gomes, 2012; York &
Vance, 2009). In all of the reports of the exciting activities in which embedded
librarians are involved in online courses and the recommendations on how to
structure an embedded librarian program, there is no discussion of the TEACH
Act by librarians working in virtual classrooms, and there is only one mention of
the consideration of copyright issues. Although this literature review is by no
means an exhaustive list of what has been written about embedded librarianship in
the last few years, this cross section of articles on the subject raises a concern that
so little has been written about librarians and the TEACH Act. In addition, there
is little consideration in these articles of the copyright regulations in the TEACH
Act that potentially affect embedded librarians involved with virtual instruction.
In short, the lack of recognition and discussion of the TEACH Act serves as the
basis for the recommendation that embedded librarians embrace TEACH due to
its impact on the work of embedded librarians in online courses.
The Role of the Embedded Librarian: Librarian or Teacher?
Embedded librarians are librarians first and foremost. They are recruited by
faculty members or ask faculty to join online courses in order to meet teachers
and students where they arein this case, in the virtual classroom. What happens
when embedded librarians work in these courses? Not surprisingly, they end up
doing many tasks that librarians typically do in the course of their day in a
physical library space. Sullo et al. (2012) looked at 82 questions that were asked
in 16 online college classes via discussion boards and email over the course of a
year and a half. They categorized the questions in the following way: general
research guidance (34%), citation questions (22%), using library resources (20%),
off-campus access to library resources (10%), locating a journal article (7%),
locating a book (1%), and other (6%) (pp. 27-29). As a part of her library
instruction to students, Kealey (2011) assigned learning outcomes, including such
skills as deciding on appropriate databases to use, determining the correct
corresponding subject headings from keywords, and combining subject headings
and/or keywords with the correct Boolean operators. Held (2010) worked with a
faculty member to integrate into an online course video tutorials meant to assist
students in the research process. The tutorials covered such subjects as
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developing a topic, evaluating online resources, and using one of the library’s
most popular databases. These examples demonstrate that embedded librarians
are usually involved with the kinds of activities that they are trained to do, even
when they move from a physical library to an online setting.
The digital learning environment, however, offers intriguing possibilities.
For example, within course or learning management systems (CMSs or LMSs)
that colleges and universities use to organize their online courses, embedded
librarians have created library “courses” that exist separately from the courses in
which they are working. These courses connect students with useful information
such as web links, tutorials, and resource guides, which they can draw on for their
coursework and which bring the library into the CMS or LMS (Matthew &
Schroeder, 2006; Stewart, 2007). Embedded librarians have also taken on
teaching assignments in online courses that go well beyond the “one-shot” session
typical of library instruction. Kealey (2011), embedded in a course for physician
assistant students, described how, over the course of three semesters, she became
responsible for two weeks of instruction and 15% of the total grade that a student
received in the course. Other librarians (Konieczny, 2010; Matthew & Schroeder,
2006; Sullo et al., 2012) have started using web conferencing software for a
variety of purposes: teaching students in remote locations, teaching smaller
groups of students at staggered times rather than the whole class at once, and
holding office hours.
Shepley (2009) described one possible model for the future of embedded
librarianship. As librarians at her college have forged relationships with members
of the online course development unit, which includes faculty members,
instructional designers, and other personnel, the librarians have increased their
participation in courses that have been developed and delivered online. As a
result, “what initially began as a traditional reference model has evolved so that
librarians are integral members of course development teams and increasingly
function as instructors in the online environment” (p. 91). Thus, one can envision
some of the possibilities for the future of embedded librarianship. For example,
in her capacity as an embedded librarian, Kealey (2011) described her teaching
experience, which included designing video lectures and handouts for the students
and then using quizzes that she created to assess the students’ level of
understanding, which any online teacher would recognize as a regular part of
course instruction. She also discussed how, as she spent more time serving as an
embedded librarian partnering with her faculty member, she was able to further
develop the lectures and assessments she used in her courses to correct some of
the shortcomings of earlier versions, which is a mark of good instruction. When
reviewing the experiences of embedded librarians in general, however, it is clear
that most of the relationships that librarians have are only with the faculty
members with whom they are collaborating and not with other members of the
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school community. In order to achieve what Shepley described, embedded
librarians will have to reach out to others on campus who are involved with online
course development if they wish to become more involved in teaching online.
Even if embedded librarians do not take on instructional opportunities
similar to Kealey’s, though, what happens to the role of the embedded librarian in
an online course? Is the embedded librarian a librarian who teaches, or a teacher
who also happens to be a librarian? The question is significant because the
TEACH Act does not mention libraries or librarians, yet the lines are blurring
between online instructors and embedded librarians who are present in the same
courses. For example, within an online course in the CMS or LMS, the librarian
is typically identified as an Instructor or Teaching Assistant, even if the librarian
is not teaching, because everyone within a course has to be assigned a role in
order to have access to the course. Although librarians have had to struggle just
to get labeled as Instructors in online courses (Hoffman, 2011; Hoffman &
Ramin, 2010; Konieczny, 2010), the Instructor role is the preferred role because it
enables a librarian to upload course materials, grade assessments, monitor
discussion forums, and work behind the scenes of the course like an instructor. It
is also a necessary role in order to develop an independent library “course” within
the CMS or LMS. There is no Librarian role, although in at least one case the
college was able to create such a role by customizing the CMS (Hoffman, 2011).
This oversight by the entities that build the CMS or LMS has created a peculiarity
where, within the world of online courses for the time being, participants must be
either instructional staff or students.
Irwin (2007) wrote that “librarians often have other roles in education,
namely as educators themselves. Because they serve the educational system in
more than one way, the legal status of libraries and librarians is complicated” (p.
899). It is important to remember that libraries and librarians are not specifically
mentioned in the TEACH Act. The TEACH Act is very educator-focused. That
does not mean, however, that librarians who work in online courses are
potentially excluded from the reach of the TEACH Act. For example, schools
and libraries share a number of important features when it comes to recognizing
who may be affected by the TEACH Act. These features include, for example,
the legal status of the organization, having policies regarding copyright and the
ability to inform about copyright, serving students, being able to instruct using
technology, and having potential instructional materials at one’s disposal (Crews,
2012). However, it may be that not being mentioned in the TEACH Act has led a
number of librarians to believe that the Act has nothing to do with them or to
remain ignorant of its provisions. Even if embedded librarians as a group were to
make a concerted effort to convince CMS or LMS providers to add a role
specifically for them, or work with instructional design staff to see if the CMS or
LMS could be customized to include a Librarian role so that they have a unique
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designation within the management system, the fact remains that embedded
librarians serve an instructional role within online courses, regardless of the
designation they are assigned. Embedded librarians, whether passively or
actively, are in the courses to impart their knowledge and skills for the benefit of
those taking the courses. An understanding of the TEACH Act, then, is necessary
in order to properly do a librarian’s job in the virtual classroom.
TEACH, Copyright, and Doing Things Differently
Allner (2004) put it succinctly: “Academic libraries play a crucial role in
providing adequate support for distance education. . . . However, copyright laws
may limit a library’s ability to provide support” (p. 180). As instruction moves
online, the danger, of course, is that embedded librarians assume that the activities
they have performed for some time now in a face-to-face environment will carry
over into the virtual classroom without any need for adjustment. Like online
instructors, embedded librarians should be asking themselves what has changed as
the instructional setting shifts.
Crews (2012) pointed out that the TEACH Act has created some new
opportunities for including content in distance learning settings that previously
was not allowed, particularly in the case of performances of nondramatic literary
and musical works, dramatic works, and audiovisual works, as well as displays of
any work (p. 87). The TEACH Act, however, has also added a new layer of
compliance of which those involved with distance learning must be aware.
Complying with the Act would include letting students know that online course
materials may be subject to copyright protection, being able to control the
retention and further dissemination of course materials, and excluding certain
course materials even though they are available in digital format (pp. 85-86, 88).
In addition, there are works that are specifically excluded from distance
education. For example, if a librarian were in possession of some digital content
and were unsure as to how it was made or acquired, and that librarian then chose
to upload it to an online course, the use of that material might place the institution
in violation of copyright. With the proliferation on the Internet of content that is
often difficult to trace back to its creators, or which has passed through the hands
of many users who have each changed it for a variety of purposes, embedded
librarians must determine whether potentially valuable educational material places
the institution at risk of copyright infringement (p. 88).
Even users of legally acquired material are not always shielded from
potential litigation. Twice, the University of California, Los Angeles, has
prevailed in court cases (UC San Diego Library, 2012) involving the digitizing
and streaming in online courses of videos that were purchased from a vendor who
then (together with a trade association) challenged the university’s usage of the
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videos. One of the central issues in the lawsuits centered on the ability of the
university to copy and then to deliver material via its course management system.
Another issue had to do with the “portions” of the videos that were used in
courses, which is a murky issue within TEACH. Although the prospect of
litigation may be daunting to instructors and embedded librarians, it also has the
value of clarifying the law and aiding users in knowing what is and is not allowed.
Of course, embedded librarians have other means at their disposal for acquiring
and using content. They can contact copyright owners directly for permission to
use copyrighted works. They can also use material in the public domain or
content with Creative Commons licensing that allows them to use the material
with few or no restrictions.
Embedded librarians should also not forget the potential applicability of
fair use to the activities that they carry out online. Although the TEACH Act is a
relatively new legal development, fair use has been around for quite some time,
tracing its origins back to mid-nineteenth century American case law and formally
codified in the U.S. Copyright Act at 17 U.S.C. § 107 in 1976. Educators and
others have relied on fair use to justify their use of copyrighted materials in faceto-face classroom instruction for many years. In this new digital environment,
Irwin (2007) wrote that, although TEACH and fair use are two separate and
unique copyright principles, there are times when they complement one another
and in essence provide double coverage for certain library activities.
Furthermore, librarians should still consider a fair use analysis in those cases
where TEACH does not apply or its application is not clear.
However, just as distance learning is reshaping the boundaries of
education, so too is it causing some copyright owners and users to rethink the
relevance of fair use. According to a report by the Digital Media Project (n.d.),
even though educators were encouraged to test the limits of fair use in this new
educational setting, the people with whom project personnel spoke, including
instructors, librarians, administrators, and legal staff, were not as hopeful that they
would be able to mount a successful fair use defense in cases involving digital
learning activities as they had been in cases centered on the use of copyrighted
material in face-to-face classrooms. What gives users pause is the near absence of
decisions by the courts (similar to the aforementioned cases involving UCLA) on
what is permissible. Perhaps others are of the same mind as Lipinski (2003), who
posited that TEACH and other legislation have upset the delicate balance struck
over the years between copyright owners and users, tipping the scales in favor of
owners. The project authors also noted that, in the course of their research, they
had heard about some instances where publishers privately expressed their
concerns to university representatives about the electronic distribution of
materials used in online courses and how this distribution appeared questionable
to them. It is easy to see how all of these factors could create a chilling effect that
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would make educators and embedded librarians less confident in any fair use
justification.
An additional complication is the fact that distance education is an
institutional endeavor, involving many more people than just instructors and their
students. The educational institution negotiates with the CMS or LMS provider to
enable online courses at the school, and this eventually brings administrators,
instructional designers, faculty members, students, and librarians into the fold.
Rather than leaving the burden of copyright compliance to an individual
instructor, the institution must now work to ensure that compliance is occurring at
a number of different points. For embedded librarians, this means ensuring that
copyright is not violated when instructional materials are taken from other
websites, creating links to materials on other websites or to the websites
themselves, using screen captures, designing tutorials, building library web pages,
and allowing individuals to access library materials online (Allner, 2004). As was
noted earlier, librarians also assume a portion of the responsibility for ensuring
that students are limited in their access to and use of online course materials.
Additionally, they must recognize the pressure placed on the institution to
guarantee that all of its members comply with current copyright laws and
practices. Even before YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and the rise of social media,
Lipinski (2003) put it bluntly soon after the TEACH Act was enacted:
Institutions can no longer turn a blind eye to the extensive
uploading, downloading, and printing of course materials that
occurs by educators and students in the course of a distance class
scenario; uploading, downloading, and printing that administrators
know occurs and which at least in some instances is beyond the
limits of the copyright law, and arguably beyond the reach of
TEACH. (p. 832)
The issues described above would suggest that embedded librarians who
begin teaching in an online environment approach their jobs in a different way.
They are not, however, starting from the beginning in their understanding of how
copyright issues affect their work. Librarians over the years have become experts
on copyright in issues involving published and unpublished works, copying,
preservation, replacement, interlibrary loan, and copying equipment on library
premises. Librarians have a frame of reference in which to incorporate
knowledge and interpretation of the provisions of the TEACH Act. Outside of the
legal staff, of all the personnel on a university campus who come up against
copyright issues on a routine basis, embedded librarians appear best suited to take
on a leadership role in ensuring that copyright violations are avoided as online
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course development moves ahead. Adopting this role becomes another way for
librarians to support the educational mission of the institutions they serve.
A New Kind of Academic Librarian
Academic librarianship is in the midst of a soul-searching process. The field
faces a variety of challenges, including the continued growth of powerful search
engines such as Google and ancillary projects such as Google Books, the pricing
of scholarly literature and its effects on the availability and vitality of published
research, and the need to ensure access to both analog and digital materials
(Darnton, 2010). Librarians at many institutions are trying to determine the best
path through this transition to ensure that academic librarianship remains a vital
part of university life. The field must evolve to meet the changes occurring in
education, technology, the makeup of the student body, accountability, and the
profession itself. Richard (2009) wrote that “traditional” academic librarianship,
as it has been practiced for some time, is dying, and academic librarianship now
becomes whatever the academic librarian does. The academic librarian is not
bound to continue providing only a limited range of services in her or his job, but
is also free to bring any creative and innovative skills and knowledge to the
position in service of patrons and the institution.
Almost a decade ago, Bell and Shank (2004) first proposed their vision of
“blended librarianship,” their response to the crisis in academic librarianship. The
blended librarian is an academic librarian who is able to combine the librarian’s
research and technical skills with the educator’s instructional and technologyrelated abilities and blend them into one position. With this skill set, the blended
librarian would be able to better assist faculty members in their work, due to an
understanding of pedagogy and instructional design, and enhance both the
teaching and learning processes by participating in a new set of activities that
otherwise fall outside the work of a typical academic librarian. The embedded
librarian of today is becoming a version of the blended librarian. As embedded
librarians in numerous institutions take on more of an instructional role within
online courses, part of what they potentially have to offer is teaching their
institutional colleagues about copyright and the TEACH Act.
There are six principles of blended librarianship (Bell and Shank, 2004),
but two are particularly apropos in the case of embedded librarians and their
connection with the TEACH Act. The sixth principle is about changing the
relationship with instructors in part by helping them incorporate technology and
library resources into online courses. In order to provide this help effectively, it
stands to reason that embedded librarians must have a basic understanding of the
TEACH Act, both to educate faculty members on what is and is not allowable in
terms of course content and to ensure that there are no copyright infringements in
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online courses. Avoidance of copyright infringement is an example of the
institutional responsibility that now comes with the addition of online courses.
Knowledge of TEACH adds a new layer to the partnerships that embedded
librarians have with instructors; librarians bring additional expertise to bear in the
further development of online courses and add to the courses’ value.
The third principle of blended librarianship is about librarians developing
programs and classes for patrons. For embedded librarians, this development
would include designing stand-alone courses in the university’s CMS or LMS to
teach students about library products and services. For librarians with no formal
teacher training and no online teaching experience, there is much to learn about
designing pedagogically sound courses and making them available in the CMS or
LMS; part of that learning for the librarian should include acquiring knowledge
about the TEACH Act. Fortunately for librarians, outstanding resources exist,
such as the website maintained by the Copyright Advisory Office at Columbia
University (http://copyright.columbia.edu/copyright/), that give librarians a solid
foundation on a range of copyright issues affecting those who work in online
courses. Ultimately, understanding the provisions of the TEACH Act is necessary
in order to build courses successfully while using materials and resources that do
not violate copyright.
In a follow-up article to their 2004 writing on blended librarianship, Shank
and Bell (2011) wrote, “For librarians to remain relevant they must be open to
adopting new skills, knowledge, and ideas” (p. 109). In the context of blended
librarianship, the authors meant new skills, knowledge, and ideas in the areas of
instructional design and teaching. New, grander visions of academic librarianship
are needed, however, that allow librarians to utilize their particular information
and expertise in different ways, form new partnerships with others, assume
leadership roles on issues of importance to the institution as a whole, and expand
their skill set as Bell and Shank suggest. Embedded librarians who become
familiar with the TEACH Act, integrate it into their daily work, and can then
teach others about it represent the kind of embedded librarian position that is
needed in order to move the field forward and keep academic librarianship vibrant
and forward-thinking.
Conclusion
Embedded librarianship is an exciting new development in both the library and
education fields. For librarians embedded in online courses, this role is a new
avenue for delivering resources and services to patrons at a point of need. For
educators, there are many benefits to having resource specialists like librarians
involved in online courses from start to finish: enhanced course development,
library instruction, research assistance, and a closer relationship between the
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school and the library. The online learning environment, however, is not the same
as the face-to-face classroom. Just as online instructors must reconsider how and
what they teach because of the provisions of the TEACH Act, so too must
embedded librarians be aware of what is and is not allowed in the virtual
classroom.
Issues that involve copyright, inherent in laws such as the TEACH Act,
are not always easy to resolve. These matters involve legal writing that nonlawyers are left to attempt to interpret and apply to the situation at hand. Because
of their firsthand experience with numerous copyright issues that arise in the
course of working in a library, librarians are in an ideal position to comprehend
the law and assist in planning for online instruction that avoids copyright
infringement. Embedded librarians do not need to go back to a starting point in
trying to understand how the provisions of the TEACH Act may affect their work.
They should utilize what they already know about copyright in their study of
TEACH and integrate information about the law into their practice.
In addition, becoming experts in TEACH is another way for embedded
librarians to demonstrate the value they offer as academic librarians in fulfilling
the educational mission of the university. Not only do they bring their
considerable information-related knowledge and abilities to the online courses in
which they work, but they can also serve as resources for the successful
development of the courses themselves. As the amount and variety of digital
content expands, embedded librarians with knowledge of the TEACH Act will be
able to assist their colleagues in selecting materials wisely from what is available
for inclusion in virtual classrooms. Through formal and informal professional
development opportunities with their colleagues, they also help increase
institutional understanding of the law. Sharing this understanding becomes part
of the instructional role of embedded librarians, and it moves the embedded
librarian closer to a blended librarian role.
When reviewing the work of embedded librarians in numerous cases from
the recent past, however, one does not yet see a discussion of how the TEACH
Act potentially affects the work that they do. This discussion must begin so that
embedded librarians can avoid copyright infringement as they work in a new
online environment and so the field of embedded librarianship continues to evolve
and thrive.
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Libraries exist within a vexing duality: they enjoy enormous public support (even
non-users recognize them as valuable community assets, convinced that every
town should have a library) yet, when it comes down to the ballot box, taxpayers
will often choose to fund schools, police, or fire departments over the public
library. Only the parks and recreation department garners less funding support
(De Rosa & Johnson, 2008). The American public likes the idea of having a
library, but does not appear to view it as an essential public service (De Rosa &
Johnson, 2008; Hughes, 2009). Unfortunately, library advocates have long relied
on this tenuous support base, failing to demonstrate in a meaningful way why
every town should have a library (Jaeger, Bertot, Kodama, Katz, & DeCoster,
2011). More than ever, library administrators are under pressure to demonstrate
the socio-economic value of the library. The sustained worldwide economic crisis
and the resultant budget-slashing make this mandate urgent. Promising
developments in the field of library valuation over the last fifteen years may
provide advocates with new options for demonstrating library value. During this
timeframe, metrics-gathering has moved away from counting inputs and outputs
toward measuring the value of public libraries in monetary terms using
increasingly sophisticated quantitative methods formerly reserved for business
and industry (Imholz & Arns, 2007).
Tracing the trajectory of economic valuation in public libraries, this paper
reveals a path that began with the desire to communicate library value in
monetary terms, and wound up making the case for evidence-based, impactcentric advocacy. With the aim of assessing how economic valuation can help
library advocates be more successful, the paper identifies the likely macro-drivers
of the trend toward econometrics, summarizes the new methods, and explores the
various frameworks through which library value is being assessed. While it is
still too early to draw a firm conclusion as to the impact of library economic
valuation efforts on the success of library advocacy, the adoption of private sector
concepts represents a new window of opportunity to quantify the value, showcase
the relevance, and justify the continued existence of the public library, in good
times and in bad.
Literature Review

The literature review for this paper focused on public library valuation efforts,
and as such, excluded much, though not all, of the academic and special library
valuation literature. By no means was this a decision of convenience meant to
avoid investigation into the prolific literature and professional activity related to
the “value of the academic library.” It is clear that academia is concerned with
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demonstrating the value of their libraries and has produced important studies,1
convened groundbreaking conferences,2 and has otherwise been instrumental in
furthering the cause of library valuation. However, while public and academic
libraries have shared a similar valuation trajectory, and very often work toward
many of the same goals, public libraries stand more on their own and are not tied
to the mission of a university and its success in the way that academic libraries
are. As such, it was decided that the public library literature would be more
instructive, a decision that also yielded an interesting connection between public
access computing and library valuation.
Public library valuation studies range from professional reports conducted
at the branch level to major national and multi-country investigations. For the
purposes of this paper, overviews and meta-analyses conducted in a scholarly
fashion were selected for their ability to sift, sort, and make sense of the smaller
individual studies. The most notable work in this category is the Americans for
Libraries Council’s Worth Their Weight: An Assessment of the Evolving Field of
Library Evaluation, a report underwritten by the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation (Imholz & Arns, 2007). In addition, various professional handbooks
were selected, including The PLA Reader for Public Library Directors and
Managers (Hughes, 2009) to gain perspective on the kind of evaluation
instruction that working professionals might use. The economics literature,
particularly in the environmental economics area, was consulted for information
on new valuation techniques. Finally, some of the more recent reports on the
impact of public access computing were reviewed, notably the 2010 U.S. Impact
Study conducted by the University of Washington’s Information School with a
grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) and the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation (Becker et al., 2010). A handful of subject experts
writing in scholarly journals, speaking at conferences, and musing in blogs
provided important contextual analysis of the library valuation environment. This
paper synthesizes the library valuation literature reviewed by the author, and is
part of the ongoing search for effective library advocacy tools that will bring to
light the true value of the public library, one of America’s most prized social
institutions.
Drivers of the Shift to Econometrics

Throughout the library community, it is increasingly understood that the old
paradigm of reporting inputs and outputs, such as collection cost numbers and
1

Currently, the most influential study is Lib-Value, a multi-year project that aims to provide a
suite of models for measuring Return-on-Investment (ROI) in academic libraries.
2
The Library Assessment Conference has been running since 2006 at the behest of the
Association of Research Libraries (ARL).
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circulation statistics, can neither capture the full value of the public library to its
community, nor tell a story compelling enough to grab the attention of policymakers. There is widespread recognition that a new policy environment exists,
one in which “talking dollars makes sense” (Imholz & Arns, 2007, p. 7). Why is
the public library’s value being measured in new ways, and what is driving the
shift to a more comprehensive valuation framework capable of assessing the
library’s contribution to society in terms of economic value? The macro-drivers
of this trend include economic pressures in the public sector, demand for greater
institutional accountability, and new methodologies in the field of environmental
economics.
Economic Pressures in the Public Sector

While public libraries have long been sensitive to the voting public’s financial
situation, given that their primary source of funding comes from taxpayers (Aabø,
2009), the sustained economic crisis we find ourselves in today means that tax
dollars are more heavily guarded than ever and are subject to even greater
scrutiny. Dependent largely on the willingness of local government officials to
put library funding on the ballot in the first place, or to make a general fund
allocation, public libraries are recognizing the need to tailor their funding
messages to the pressing interests of local government. In an era of increased
competition for public funds, this comes down to the bottom line. Local officials
want to know: What is the net return on this investment? Why should we fund
libraries instead of the fire department, the police, schools, or parks &
recreation? Cost-benefit-analysis, return-on-investment, and other dollars-andcents valuation methods used in the private sector go a long way toward making a
concrete and succinct financial argument for public libraries in a way that
circulation statistics and number of public computers never will. Aabø (2009)
provides a clear example of this type of financial argument: In her meta-analysis
of 38 library valuation studies that used cost-benefit-analysis and return-oninvestment, Aabø concluded that for each dollar spent on library services, the
community receives four dollars in benefits. This is a compelling argument, and
one that more libraries are endeavoring to make.
Call for Greater Institutional Accountability

In parallel to the growing primacy of the language of business, there has been
increasing pressure for greater institutional accountability in the public sector. An
important historical precedent to more stringent accountability standards in the
U.S. came from the 1993 Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), a
federal initiative requiring measureable performance goals and the demonstration
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of impacts instead of efficiency (Bertot, 2006; Durrance & Fisher-Pettigrew,
2002). The effects of GPRA were felt throughout the public library system as
local libraries began to develop new ways of demonstrating the impacts of their
programs and services in order to win federally-funded, state-allocated grants
(Bertot, 2006).
By the turn of the millennium, traditional library performance indicators
were giving way to library impact planning and assessment initiatives. Streatfield
(2012) identifies this gradual shift from the primary goal of performance
measurement toward the more “ambitious” goal of evaluating impact (p. 9) in his
outline of the history of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s Global Library
Initiative. Streatfield points to new evidence collection methods, such as
contingent valuation,3 as an emergent way to collect perceptions of the economic
value of the library. The idea of evidence-based policy and practice (EBPP), the
methodical process of gathering and analyzing impact evidence, as a guiding
principle for better service delivery had taken hold in the healthcare, education,
and social work areas (Markless & Streatfield, 2006). Now library and
information science has, in turn, been investigating the ideas of EBPP as a
practice model, and in doing so, is beginning to consider an evidence-based
framework as a means for demonstrating accountability.
New Methods from the Field of Environmental Economics

Authors of library valuation studies have historically used standard economic
valuation methods such as cost-benefit-analysis (CBA) and return-on-investment
(ROI) to make their case, but the library valuation field now is experiencing an
increasing complexity in methods. ROI and CBA are giving way to a fuller
accounting that expresses the total social and cultural value of libraries to our
communities with methods that can put an exact value on intangible, non-market
goods (Imholz & Arns, 2007). For example, it can be difficult to assign a
monetary value to the library’s role in developing what the Institute of Museum
and Library Services (IMLS) calls “21st century skills”: “information,
communications and technology literacy, critical thinking, problem solving,
creativity, civic literacy, and global awareness” (IMLS, n.d.). These are areas
where libraries excel but have, until recently, have been difficult to value.
Through the use of Social return-on-investment (SROI), these areas can be
fully accounted for. SROI is an analytic tool that accounts for the social, cultural,
and environmental impacts of a project, program, or organization. SROI can
assign monetary value to such impacts thereby transforming these intangible
impacts into visible, and therefore measureable, values. SROI has been used
extensively in environmental economics to capture the unseen costs associated
3

For more information on contingent valuation, refer to The Valuation Methods section.
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with the degradation of the natural world. Such social, cultural and environmental
impacts have long been viewed as “externalities,” or “ loss[es] or gain[s] in the
welfare of one party resulting from an activity of another party” (Externalities,
n.d.).4
Defining externalities in terms of social welfare gains is key to
understanding how important SROI could be to library valuation efforts, given
that much of what the library does generates positive externalities/social welfare
gains (Imholz & Arns, 2007). For example, toddler story time contributes to the
early education of preschoolers and public access computers and trained librarians
enable adults to apply for jobs on-line, which improves the economic health of the
local community. The demand for evidence of the library’s value-add capabilities
has library managers and researchers considering these new valuation techniques
in an effort to clarify the often nebulous and hard-to-capture nature of the
library’s social impact.5
Terms and Explanation of the Valuation Methods

Historically, the field of library valuation is full of slippery language and muddled
terminology. The terms Assessment, Evaluation, Valuation and Measurement
have all been used interchangeably to indicate the library management practice of
gathering evidence to demonstrate the effects of the library, or “to tell a story with
data.” Typically, however, library valuation is specific to studies that measure the
impact of the library and use monetary value as the primary metric, having
evolved from the wider field of library management and economics (Aabø, 2009),
while library assessment, evaluation, and measurement developed more from the
performance and benchmarking areas of library management which focuses on
efficient service delivery, using metrics that demonstrate how the library provides
the most services (outputs) with the least amount of labor and
technology/infrastructure costs (inputs) (Markless & Streatfield, 2006). Library
measurement has evolved from counting inputs and outputs that lead to predetermined outcomes, such as user satisfaction, number of cardholders, or system
efficiency, to quantifying the (often abstract) value of libraries to individuals and
4

An example of a “negative externality” is pollution emitted by a factory that spoils the
surrounding environment and adversely affects the heath of nearby residents. An example of a
“positive externality” is the effect of a well-educated labor force on the productivity of a company.
(Externality, n.d.)
5
On a related note, the balanced scorecard, often cited as a form of SROI, but really more of a
performance indicator, may be useful in library valuation because of its underlying assumption
that no one measure (such as circulation statistics) can adequately encapsulate the reach and
impact of the library. (Brophy, 2006; Imholz & Arns, 2007; Markless & Streatfield, 2006). For an
example of how the balanced scorecard has been implemented in a library, see
http://www2.lib.virginia.edu/bsc/index.html.
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society as a whole, often in monetary terms to show evidence of impact.6 It is at
this crossroads between performance and impact that library valuation offers a
new and perhaps improved way to demonstrate that libraries really do matter.
Impact now can be considered the key term for understanding library
valuation studies. For the purposes of this paper, impact is defined as a net
change in the know-how and the behavior experienced by individuals or groups,
users or non-users, as a result of the library and its services. This net change can
be of any type: short-term or long-term, perceived or actual, positive or negative
(Bertot, 2006; Poll, 2012). Libraries have direct and indirect effects (they touch
the lives of the people who use them as well as the lives of those who do not) and
they have intrinsic and well as extrinsic value (Town, 2011). Impact will vary
greatly from individual to individual because public libraries have diverse
stakeholders, each with their own set of expectations, motivations, and abilities.
Due to the multiplicity of ways in which a wide range of individuals experience
the impact of the library, assigning worth or value to that impact is the subject of
much debate. Accordingly, scholars have developed several different frameworks
through which library valuation studies are performed.
The Valuation Methods

For simplicity, valuation domains can be categorized into those that produce a
direct benefit figure and those that provide an indirect benefit figure. These
figures are sometimes articulated as “use” and “non-use” values respectively
(Aabø & Audunson, 2002). Direct benefits/use values can be either tangible or
intangible and are used to talk about the ways an individual benefits from visiting
the library, such as increased fluency with an on-line database. Indirect benefits
/non-use values cover the tangible and intangible ways that third parties or the
entire population benefit, such as the sense of satisfaction that libraries exist
(regardless of whether or not the individuals actually use the library) (Aabø,
2002). Aabø and Audunson (2002) further this explanation, stating that taken
together, the direct/use-values and the indirect/non-use values combine to create
total value. Hence, it is important to capture both direct and indirect values in
order to discuss the full effect libraries have on their community.
The econometric models produce either direct or indirect values, and some
are capable of showing the combined, or total, value. The most common
econometric methods include cost-benefit-analysis, return-on-investment, and
contingent valuation. Cost-benefit-analysis (CBA) is a policy-analysis tool used to
evaluate the potential benefit of a policy, project, or service in terms of a ratio
6

Indications of the library’s impact may include things like successful completion of homework
assignments, getting a job that was applied for on-line at the library, and more generally, saving
time and money.
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between cost and benefit (Kim, 2011). Library valuation studies employ CBA to
demonstrate the degree to which the benefit of public libraries outweighs the cost
incurred in delivering the services (Chung, 2008). CBA works well to define
direct dollar benefits to taxpayers but values are derived from a singular service or
collection item, and therefore the method cannot estimate the value of the library
as a whole (Imholz & Arns, 2007). Return-on-investment (ROI) is similar to
CBA in that it is a ratio of cost to benefit, but ROI is concerned with showing the
result of an investment and is applied at the end to ascertain the result of a certain
investment, policy, project decision, or action, rather than at the beginning to help
make a decision (Kim, 2011).
Contingent valuation (CV) is the predominant method for determining a
more holistic value of the library.
By using stated preferences from
questionnaires or interviews with the patron instead of revealed preferences that
require researchers to observe patrons utilizing one specific library service at a
time, CV is seen as capable of deriving both direct and indirect value. Originally
designed to obtain a financial value for non-profit services and organizations
without an established market value, contingent valuation relies on asking people
what they would be willing to pay for various library services and benefits or
what they would be willing to accept in exchange for those services or benefits
(Poll, 2012). The method is used extensively in environmental economics and
increasingly in education, social services, arts, culture, and now libraries (Carson,
Flores, & Meade, 2001; Hughes, 2009; Imholz & Arns, 2007). Researchers rely
on contingent valuation for its ability to estimate total value, which includes
indirect/non-use values. Indirect/non-use values are important in libraries because
many of the library’s social impacts, such as social inclusion, early and continuing
education, and cultural heritage preservation, are largely indirect. Such indirect
impacts can potentially affect entire communities by creating a more cohesive,
educated and productive pool of community members, which benefits both
current and future generations (Poll, 2012). Richard Carson (2001), a prominent
University of California San Diego economist working on environmental
valuation, puts it succinctly: “[one] need not directly use a good to get utility from
it” (p. 175). Carson refers to the idea that people value natural phenomena
“simply for its existence.” (Consider the Grand Canyon or the unrivaled
biodiversity of the marine environment.) Therefore, a price can be created around
the “vicarious enjoyment” of nature through a figure derived from the public’s
willingness to pay for the government to maintain that natural landscape. The
library analogy is well-known: people tend to value the library’s existence
regardless of their own library use patterns, believing simply that every town
should have a library (Aabø & Audunson, 2002; De Rosa & Johnson, 2008).
Thus, contingent valuation is a survey methodology that can be used to obtain
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both direct and indirect dollar values for the library and its services, arguably
providing a total value figure.
True Value: Validity Issues and Different Frameworks for Assessing Value

Americans for Libraries Council’s 2007 library valuation report, Aabø’s 2009
meta-analysis, and Kim’s 2011 critical review, as well as many other smallerscale works, have explored these aforementioned valuation methods in detail,
illuminating a trend of adopting econometric tools formerly reserved for business
and industry in order to measure library value. Library valuation methods have
become increasingly refined over the past fifteen years, but where is this
trajectory headed? On the one hand, there is widespread agreement that “talking
dollars makes sense” (Imholz & Arns, 2007, p. 7). On the other hand, there are
known validity problems with the methods, and there is growing recognition that
focusing exclusively on monetary values is not effective in capturing the true
value of the library (Imholz & Arns, 2007; Poll, 2012; Sawaya et al., 2011;
Streatfield, 2012; Town, 2011).
Methodological Hiccups with Value Assessment

In her paper outlining discussion items for an International Standards
Organization (ISO) standard for library valuation, Poll (2012) laments the
methodological glitches inherent in library valuation, asserting that most methods
only indicate, but do not prove, the impact of the library. Poll argues that those
methods that may prove impact will not always be statistically valid. Likewise, in
her meta-analysis of empirical library studies that report an ROI figure, Aabø
(2009) discovered a variety of approaches used to arrive at a direct ROI dollar
value, including market analogies, surrogate measures, secondary economic
impacts, and contingent valuation surveys. While Aabø (2009) asserts that her
regression analysis statistics have strong validity due to the homogeneity of the
library type studied (most studies covered U.S. public libraries), she notes that the
meta-analysis suffers from the multiplicity of measurements and methods used in
the various underlying studies. She advises that her analysis should be
understood as “preliminary” and “interpreted with caution” for this reason (p.
321).
Even contingent valuation, which is the predominant non-market valuation
method, is not without controversy. The reliability of CV and the relevance of
non-use values in cost-benefit-analysis is still a matter of debate (Aabø &
Audunson, 2002; Carson, Flores, & Meade, 2001; Kim, 2011; Poll, 2012).
Indeed, the library valuation literature repeatedly questioned whether contingent
valuation can effectively and appropriately be used in the library context.
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Research shows that people form opinions about the library based on attitudes
rather than demographics or the extent of library use (Aabø & Audunson, 2002;
De Rosa & Johnson, 2008). As such, taxpayers’ reported willingness to
financially support the library is more about their feelings about the library rather
than some kind of rational choice decision-making process, which is the basis of
economic theory.
Along these lines, CV detractors say that the CV survey method results in
an over-estimation of support values because it does not reflect a true rationalchoice economic preference, but rather the respondent’s feelings. One such
feeling that appears to play a role in library valuation is a sense of “altruism,” the
feeling behind the commonly-held belief that the library is something to which
every member of society is entitled. In valuation calculations, altruism is said to
create a warm glow effect, “a feeling of well-being or satisfaction generated by
the act of giving” (Lee, Chung, & Jung, 2010), which contingent valuation critics
believe can skew the data towards an over-estimation of the willingness-to-pay.
Indeed, a 2008 study of library support in America found that while 78% of the
study’s respondents said they would either probably or definitely vote yes to
increase funding for the library, library referenda do not actually pass at anywhere
near this rate; in fact, passage rates have been in steady decline for years (De Rosa
& Johnson, 2008). In testing the presence of the warm glow effect in contingent
valuation, Lee, Chung and Jung (2010) ultimately found that the degree to which
the warm glow effect changes respondents’ willingness to pay may vary
depending on the type of public good being studied. In the context of the public
library the warm glow effect is strong and its bias must therefore be removed in
order to get an accurate valuation figure. Thus, the contingent valuation method
remains controversial in library valuation.
Frameworks for Assessing True Value

Beyond the methodological validity problems of contingent valuation and other
econometrics, many believe that focusing exclusively on monetary values may
obscure the library’s true value. These critics call for a fuller demonstration of
the social benefits bestowed by the library (Imholz & Arns, 2007; Poll, 2012;
Sawaya et al., 2011; Streatfield, 2012; Town, 2011). One method for capturing
these social benefits was tested by the U.S. IMPACT studies, a research initiative
led by The University of Washington Information School with funding from the
Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) and the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation. The initiative developed a mixed methods research approach to
measure outcomes related to public access computing in public libraries (Becker,
Crandall, & Fisher, 2009). The goal of the influential U.S. IMPACT studies was
to investigate how “individuals, families, and communities benefit (with a focus
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on social, economic, personal, and professional well-being) from free access to
computers, the Internet, and related services at public libraries” (Becker et al.,
2010, p. 20). Working from an “outcomes oriented framework”, the study moves
beyond anecdotal evidence or purely economic rationale. Instead, the study uses
a mixed methods research approach involving telephone and internet surveys to
collect generalizable quantitative data and case studies for important contextual
information, in order to develop indicators of change in the lives of the library
users and the community. The studies’ authors believe that such an approach can
“help justify budget requests in a policy environment increasingly focused on how
individuals and the public benefit from social programs” (Becker, Crandall, &
Fisher, 2009, p. 111). The important leap this research takes is to link library
outcomes, or impacts, to specific public policy goals, rather than making a simple,
though arguably succinct, economic cost-benefit analysis argument. The U.S.
IMPACT studies align library services and programs with the pressing interests of
local leadership. In their attempt to find a connection between libraries, in this
case through a focus on public access computing, and larger social goals,
including civic engagement, eBusiness, education, eGovernment, public health,
employment, and social inclusion (Becker, Crandall, & Fisher, 2009, p. 112), the
U.S. IMPACT studies represent a leap forward in the trajectory of library
valuation.
Similarly, grantees of the Global Library Initiative (GL) of the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, found that using a range of empirical impact evidence
works best to illustrate the role of libraries in the realization of key social goals
committed to by local government and public policy officials (Sawaya et al.,
2011). By combining both data and stories, GL grantees’ valuation studies aim to
provide a nuanced demonstration of library value that makes a compelling
correlation between the act of funding libraries and the ability to achieve public
policy goals. The Global Library Initiative calls its approach “evidence-based
advocacy,” where a full range of evidence (both economic and social metrics) is
marshaled to encourage sustained funding support and the development of
community partnerships and to entice new users into the library. This kind of
case-by-case evidence-demonstration may be just the kind of tailored approach
that library managers can use to create meaningful advocacy products, such as
evidence-based briefs, and to forge an ongoing dialog between library
professionals and the local community (Imholz & Arns, 2007).
Underlying this evidence-searching lies the persistent notion that the real
impact of libraries on people and in communities is mostly intangible, making it
difficult to monetize their value. J. Stephen Town argues that current frameworks
of library valuation do not provide compelling demonstrations of worth (2011).
He suggests that current methods measure libraries against goals, when instead
valuation should zero in on the principles or ethics that arise out of our value
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system. For Town, worth is created by the combination of value plus impact.
Town (2011) calls for deeper thinking and a broadening of value-statements that
will enable the measurement of the intangible value-added benefits of the
library—not service quality, not narrow return-on-investment/cost-effectiveness,
not efficiency, not user satisfaction, not staff capability, but rather, what the
library can do within its own walls and beyond. These intangible benefits include
the partnerships the library forges, the novel ideas it enables,7 and the social hub it
creates. For this, Town argues, “it’s likely that the [evidence] will be largely
based on narrative rather than through numbers alone” (2011, p. 124).
Thus, there are a number of frameworks through which library value is
assessed and measured. They all point to a trajectory of library valuation that
began with an emphasis on the monetization of library value and then increasingly
incorporated stories and case-studies to provide evidence of true impact. From
there, library valuation has begun evolving toward an evidence-based, impactcentric advocacy paradigm. There is now widespread agreement that to tell a
convincing story of how truly embedded the library is in the socio-economic life
of the community, we cannot rely on monetary values alone. Instead, the
valuation of the library must always incorporate some kind of evidence of impact.
However, while the newest buzzword in library valuation may be evidence-based
advocacy, to what extent have valuation studies been an effective advocacy tool?
Library Valuation Studies and Advocacy

Like the gap often witnessed between the research and practice arms of the library
and information science (LIS) field, there appears to be a disconnect between
library research and library advocacy. The Public Library Association (PLA)
offers an Advocacy Mini-Toolkit in their 2009 PLA Reader for Public Library
Directors and Managers, which consists of “information-packed excerpts and
articles” (p. 47) that will help professionals demonstrate the value of their library.
Despite this description, however, nowhere in this toolkit is there any mention of
economic valuation techniques, publicly available return-on-investment
calculators, or contingent valuation research (Hughes, 2009, Part II). This shows
that it cannot be assumed that all valuation efforts are part of a larger advocacy
plan. Imholz and Arns (2007) suggest the existence of two separate but parallel
7

For an interesting discussion of how libraries aid in idea-creation and to learn about a unique
way of measuring how the library helps people accomplish personal goals, see Aaron Schmitt’s
November 9, 2009 blog entry, Libraries Should Become Better with Use (Retrieved from
http://www.walkingpaper.org/2399). Schmitt proposes the Library Made icon that highlights how
specific library resources, programs, and staff have enabled people to achieve certain tasks and
bring their ideas to fruition. More than a success story link, the icon works like trackbacks for
library content, helping to make a direct and measureable connection between the library and its
stakeholders.
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trends: library advocacy efforts are becoming more strategic and wider in scope
and valuation research methodology has become increasingly sophisticated.
Imholz and Arns do not, however, see these two trends as having successfully
merged yet:
To date, there has been very little planning of studies that could support
national advocacy, almost no investment in the conversion of data for
advocacy purposes, and almost no follow-up on the advocacy results of
the new crop of economic valuation studies (p. 30).
Library advocacy efforts appear to be largely piecemeal and have been
subject to well-founded criticism. In a stinging critique of advocacy research
findings, Lyons (2007) asserts that the library profession needs to be more careful
when constructing claims for advocacy campaigns and evaluating library
research.
He cites some meaningless claims in The American Library
Association’s (ALA) Quotable Facts campaign:8
 There are more public libraries than McDonalds in the United States.
 Reference librarians in the nation’s public and academic libraries
answer nearly 6.6 million questions weekly. Standing single file, the
line of questioners would span from Ocean City, MD to Juneau, AK.
 Americans spend nearly three times as much on candy as they do on
public libraries.
(American Library Association, 2012)
Would it not be more effective to center an advocacy campaign around a
number, or monetary value, that pinpoints the degree to which the benefits of
public libraries outweigh the costs incurred in delivering the services? Lyons’
argument is that ALA’s points are not only irrelevant, but they also prove that the
library profession “is at a loss for meaningful ways in which to interpret library
statistics” (2009, p. 214).
In a critical review of library valuation studies, Giyeong Kim (2011)
distilled a large variety of methods and purposes down to two different end
games: communicating value or predicting performance. Based on these
divergent goals, it seems clear that not all library valuation studies are undertaken
for the purposes of library advocacy. The two frameworks identified by Kim
(2011) are the marketing framework, used to communicate value, and the
evaluation framework, used to predict performance. Kim’s articulation of two
distinct frameworks is an example of how measuring performance and measuring
8

These claims are still being advertised on ALA’s website as of this writing.

Published
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol3/iss1/4
by SJSU ScholarWorks, 2013

53
12

Micka: Student
Library Economic
Valuation
and Vol.
Advocacy
School of Information
Research
Journal,
3, Iss. 1 [2013], Art. 5

impact both fall under the guise of library valuation, but both are not equally
suited for library advocacy.
The marketing framework can be understood as having an advocacy
purpose by prioritizing communication between the library and its stakeholders.
This framework encourages library managers, library patrons, and library funders
to talk to each in order to unearth preferences and keep stakeholders actively
engaged in the library. In this framework, libraries use the process itself to show
stakeholders the value of the library. In this scenario, an appropriate return-oninvestment is developed between library staff/researchers and library
stakeholders/funders by coming up with an acceptable economic value based on
assumptions that all stakeholders buy into (Kim, 2011). In contrast, Kim asserts
that the evaluation framework describes the current state of the library and
predicts its future performance, more appropriate for strategic planning, process
management, staff development, and comparing libraries with each other than for
advocacy to stakeholders.
A Better Way of Proving Themselves

As discussed, there is widespread agreement that public libraries are worth their
cost, but that libraries must find a better way of proving their worth. Social
return-on-investment has the potential to address the social impacts of the library
in a powerful way, although the SROI method has been employed too little in
library valuation to evaluate its usefulness on a meaningful scale. In addition,
social return-on-investment is subject to the same obstacles facing the widespread
adoption of library economic valuation reporting: limited funding for the studies,
the need for additional training; non-existent, incomplete, or inaccessible datasets;
and no standardization of methods and terminology (Imholz & Arns, 2007;
Markless & Streatfield, 2006; Poll, 2012). Such obstacles are beyond the scope of
this paper, but it should be understood that they are significant.
Nevertheless, social return-on-investment and related reporting practices
from the business world may turn out to be just the thing library advocates need.
Imholz and Arns (2007) call for a “national valuation reporting framework” (p.
34), along the lines of what has taken place in the business world through the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). The GRI is a 30,000 member-strong
organization that produces guidelines for annual financial reports that measure a
company’s economic, environmental, social, and governance performance
(Global Reporting Initiative, n.d.). Looking to gain a competitive edge,
companies want to show an increasingly demanding public that they care about
the environment, take care of their employees and the local community, and
practice good governance, in addition to making a profit. When it started, GRI’s
idea was that widespread adoption of triple-bottom-line reporting (economic,
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social, environmental, and now governance, performance metrics), could
potentially institutionalize corporate social responsibility. The Global Reporting
Initiative now has members from outside of business and industry, including
academia, labor, public agencies, and intergovernmental agencies, all with a stake
in demonstrating their value in the broadest terms (Global Reporting Initiative,
n.d.). The growth of this kind of reporting has two consequences that are
important for library advocacy (Imholz & Arns, 2007). First, accounting for
externalities is increasingly seen as both necessary and (to a lesser degree)
beneficial.
Second, the availability of more social and environmental
performance data is contributing to the growth of socially responsible investing.
As such, library advocates would have much to gain from using SROI
protocols and entering into the Global Reporting Initiative fold. The ability to
produce a report that accounts for both social and economic value in a format
recognized and utilized by both the private and public sector would put public
libraries in the running for new investment (Imholz & Arns, 2007). Annual
reports with SROI data would allow socially responsible investors and/or
traditional sources of library funding to make meaningful comparisons between
different organizations’ contribution to social welfare and their efficiency in doing
so. Theoretically, it would enable investors to clearly identify the most socially
and fiscally efficient organizations from either the public or the private sector
(Imholz & Arns, 2007). During a time of constrained budgets where competition
amongst public service providers is high, this kind of reporting structure would
facilitate fair and effective budget allocations. In this scenario, it is likely that
public libraries would emerge as competitive players in a new landscape that
compares organizations along the socio-economic value-add dimension, rather
than on profits alone.
Conclusion
The degree to which library economic valuation can effectively measure the full
impact of the public library on society as a whole is still a matter of debate. It is
clear that valuation methodology has become increasingly complex, with
techniques that are able to derive economic value from non-market goods and also
account for a broader range of social impacts. However, there is a consensus that
numbers alone will never fully address the total value of libraries to society. In
addition, it remains to be seen, or even investigated at a significant level, if
economic valuation studies are actually successful in advocating for increased
library spending (Imholz & Arns, 2007). Thus, while we do not yet know the
extent to which valuation studies and the trend toward the monetization of library
outcomes positively affect the advocacy effort, it is widely recognized that the
social benefits of the library must be part of the equation. As Town (2011)
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suggests, “compelling proof will reside in transcendent contribution beyond
immediate temporal, spatial, and influential boundaries of libraries” (p. 111).
Already, such boundaries are being pushed by visionary ideas of what the library
is and does. For example, Makerspaces in libraries align with federal goals to
engage young people in science and engineering; the StoryCorps program turns
public libraries into recording studios; Virtual Reference provides librarian
assistance anywhere at any time; healthcare workers on staff at libraries tackle
public health issues; public access computing helps close the digital divide and
becomes a lifeline for both rural populations and victims of natural disasters.9
The reach of libraries is far and wide, and libraries’ value to society is tied up in
their ability to be at once a source of entertainment, collaboration, education,
support, and innovation.
This paper has outlined the trajectory of library economic valuation,
touching on the developments that have led researchers and advocates on a search
for new ways to articulate the tremendous socio-economic value the public library
brings to our communities. Tracing this trajectory has uncovered the need to
create a few bridges: 1) unite library valuation efforts and advocacy plans; 2) link
library services to the achievement of public policy goals; and 3) connect public
libraries to a wider funding base through the Global Reporting Initiative. To carry
the conversation further, more research is needed to decipher the success of
library economic valuation research on library advocacy (Imholz & Arns, 2007).
It could be useful to take a closer look at those libraries that have undertaken a
valuation study to see if there is a discernible pattern of implementation. Are
some libraries better candidates for valuation studies than others, and how might
this affect widespread adoption of a national advocacy plan anchored with
standardized valuation reporting? Furthermore, it may be fruitful to explore the
roll of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation in uniting library valuation efforts
and advocacy plans. To the extent that the foundation is a major funder of both
public access computing in libraries and library valuation research, as well as
being a successful champion of library advocacy, the organization is poised to
play a vital role in developing a national advocacy plan that focuses largely on
public access computing.10 What kind of effects would we see if library valuation
research and library advocacy were filtered through a public access computing
9

For more information on the vital role public libraries play as agents of e-government and as
providers of free internet access, see the Vol. 11, Number 9- 4 September 2006 First Monday
article from Bertot, Jaeger, Langa and McClure:
http://www.firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/1392/1310
10
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has been the single largest source of private funding for
libraries since its 1997 program that spent $200 million in an effort to bridge the digital divide in
the U.S (Gale, 2012).
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lens? In a time where the public library faces accusations of irrelevance and the
continued threat of budget cuts, the widespread availability of internet access in
the public library may be just what the library needs to provide concrete evidence
of its socio-economic impact and thereby make the case for its continued
existence.
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